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ABSTRACT 

This paper tracks the increase in the overall word reception knowledge of 224 young pupils 
in their 4*, 5* and h"’ grades of primary education and in their L' year of secondary 
education (7* grade), who learn EFL in a formal context. The 2,000 word frequency band of 
The Vocabulary Levels Test (Schmitt, Schmitt and Clapham, 2001, version 2) is used to 
establish their word knowledge level. Results reveal that the development of these students’ 
receptive English vocabulary size is incremental and constant, and that it falls within the 
1,000 frequency level. Learners increase their receptive vocabulary knowledge in a 
significant way from one grade to the next. The rate of the gain remains constant across 
grades. 

KEYWORDS: Receptive vocabulary size, longitudinal study, primary and secondary 
learners, English as a Foreign Eanguage 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Size of vocabulary knowledge, either receptive or productive, is generally acknowledged to 
be incremental (Schmitt, Schmitt & Clapham, 2001: 79). Schmitt (2000) highlights that 
vocabulary is incremental in a number of ways. First, as regards the incorporation of new 
words into the mental lexical store; second, concerning the different aspects of word 
knowledge gradually being acquired. The aspects are not acquired on a yes/no basis, but as 
Schmitt (2000: 120) says, “it may be better to consider the degree of receptive/productive 
control of the various word-knowledge aspects”. 

The vocabulary size of foreign language learners also depends on their L2 
proficiency level and as students’ experience with the target language increases, vocabulary 
size increases as well. Nevertheless, foreign language learners do not usually succeed in 
accumulating as large a lexical storage as native speakers do. In fact, the latter are 
constantly incorporating new words into their LI lexicon, even well into adult life. 
Concerning this issue, there is no definitive longitudinal research evidence to conclude that 
foreign language learners continue storing new words into their L2 lexicon throughout their 
language acquisition process. 

Knowing the vocabulary size, both receptive and productive, of learners provides us 
with an idea of what FL tasks learners are able to perform. To start with, having a large 
vocabulary size is essential to interacting in the foreign language. In this sense, researchers 
have addressed the issue of the number of words necessary to understand spoken discourse 
(Adolphs & Schmitt, 2004; Nation, 2001) and to read and comprehend texts in the native 
and foreign language (Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Laufer, 1997). Among the former 
researchers, Adolphs and Schmitt (2004) estimate that, at least, 2,000 word forms have to be 
mastered in order to understand around 90% and 94% of spoken discourse in different 
contexts. Among the latter, Laufer (1992, 1997), for example, states that a text coverage of 
95% can be reached with a 5,000-word English vocabulary or 3,000 word families (see also 
Cobb & Horst, 2004; Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 1996; Nation, 1993, 2001). More recently. 
Nation (2006) contends that 8,000 to 9,000 word families are needed for understanding a 
written text and a vocabulary of 6,000 to 7,000 word families for comprehension of spoken 
text, if 98% coverage of a text is desired. Hirsh and Nation (1992) also point out that 
knowledge of 5,000 word families is necessary to enjoy reading. As we have seen, estimates 
based on word frequency criteria have been calculated and research claims that gaining 
command of the 2,000-3,000 most frequent words as soon as possible is vital for the 
language learner to communicate orally and in written form in the foreign language (Nation, 
1993; Nation & Waring, 1997). The sooner the most frequent words are learned by students, 
the better their language performance will be. As Schmitt (2000: 137) claims: “The learning 
of these basic words cannot be left to chance, but should be taught as quickly as possible, 
because they open [. . .] the door of further learning” 
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Different researeh studies have also eoneentrated on traeking the development of 
voeabulary knowledge of language learners from different perspeetives. Within this trend, 
we ean identify two main groups: one) those studies that have addressed voeabulary 
aequisition of young learners in their native language, and two) those that deal with foreign 
language development. Among LI voeabulary aequisition studies, some foeus attention on 
the development of depth of voeabulary knowledge (Carlisle, 1988; Moya Guijarro, 2003; 
Triguero & Barrientos, 1984). Some other LI studies deal with how reeeptive voeabulary 
evolves with time and profieieney (Armayor, 1979; Averril, 1956; Gareia Hoz, 1977; Smith, 
1941), and finally, some other studies address the issue of LI reeeptive voeabulary size at 
speeifie moments of development (Doleh, 1936; D’Anna, Zeehmeister and Hall, 1991; 
Goulden, Nation & Read, 1990; Nation & Waring, 1997; Shibles, 1959). Table one provides 
estimates of previous investigations that are devoted to the examination of reeeptive LI 
voeabulary knowledge for pupils with different language and learning environments from 
several eountries in a more graphie manner. 


Study 

Vocabulary size 

Language 

Learners’ age 

Participants & learning 
context 

Smith (1941) 

80,300 words 
(with 24,000 in 
grade 1) 

English 

6-19 years 

English native speakers from 
f‘ grade to 12* grade 

Shibles (1959) 

26,363 words 

English 

6 years 

English native 1st graders 

Goulden, 
Nation and 
Read (1990) 

20,000 word 
families 

English 

21 years 

University graduates 

Armayor 

(1979) 

15,000 words 

Spanish 

6-14 years 

400 primary and secondary 
school learners 

D’Anna, 
Zeehmeister 
and Hall 
(1991) 

14,000-17,000 

words 

English 

19.6 years 

University undergraduates 

Garcia Hoz 
(1977) 

11,278 words 

Spanish 

9 years 

2774 primary school learners 

Averril (1956) 

5,500 words 

Spanish 

8-10 years 

Primary school learners 

Nation and 
Waring (1997) 

4,000-5,000 word 
families 

English 

5 years 

Infant learners 

Doleh (1936) 

2,703 words 

English 

6 years 

English native 1st graders 


Table 1. Average receptive vocabulary size, subjects and learning contexts in LI vocabulary studies 


From the findings of these studies we ean eonelude two basie points: one) results 
reveal very different voeabulary size estimates for native speakers, espeeially as far as the 
English language is eoneemed. The different methodologies followed to aseertain the number 
of words speakers master at different ages may aeeount for the aforementioned disparate 
ealeulations (see Doleh, 1936; D’Anna et ah, 1991; Shibles, 1959; Smith, 1941). Two) Seores 
show that mother tongue voeabulary aequisition is a quiek and gradual proeess with learners 
rapidly inereasing their lexieal store as they grow older. Regarding this topie, researehers point 
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to vocabulary sizes between 10,000 and 15,000 words for Spanish native speakers during their 
sehool years and between 5,000 word families and 26,000 words approximately for English 
native-speaking primary sehool learners. Having estimates of native speakers’ voeabulary size 
is very valuable for teaehers of English as a Seeond Eanguage beeause, as Nation and Waring 
(1997) maintain, these “ean provide some indieation of the size of the learning task faeing 
seeond language learners.”^ In any ease, researeh findings point to mueh smaller reeeptive 
voeabulary sizes in E2 than in El as explained further down. 

The seeond line of researeh studies eoneentrates on exploring E2 voeabulary 
development. Again within those studies that foeus on foreign language aequisition, we 
distinguish among those that examine voeabulary depth (Jiang, 2000; Moehizuki & Aizawa, 
2000; Sehmitt, 1998; Sehmitt & Meara, 1997), those that eoneentrate on ealeulating 
voeabulary size, and those that try to relate both aspeets (e.g. Vermeer, 2001). 

There is a eonsiderable number of studies that investigates reeeptive voeabulary size 
or the number of words a learner knows. Estimates of voeabulary size range from 
eonservative figures to less moderate ones (see table two below). The voeabulary test used 
to ealeulate voeabulary size may be responsible for these different estimates. Most studies 
eoineide in indieating that voeabulary size grows as profieieney level in the foreign language 
(e.g., Barrow et ah, 1999; Ean, 2000), exposure to the target language (e.g., Golberg et ah, 
2008) or frequeney of input (e.g., Vermeer, 2001) inerease. Moreover, this gain follows a 
systematie order related to frequeney, sinee at the lower levels of profieieney learners are 
familiar with more frequent words, but as their experienee with the foreign language 
inereases, less frequent words are ineorporated into the lexieon (Barrow et al, 1999; 
Vermeer, 2001). The probability of a word being known by foreign language learners rises 
with its frequeney, so higher-frequeney words have a greater possibility of being known. 

Table two presents a summary of previous estimates of reeeptive voeabulary size of 
E2 learners of English at different profieieney levels and after having reeeived different 
hours of instruetion. Studies are ordered aeeording to the reeeptive voeabulary size of 
learners. 


Study 

Receptive 
vocabulary size 

Hours of iustructiou 

LI 

Participants 
& learning 
context 

Perez Basanta 
(2005) * 

5,500 words 


Spanish 

final-year 

university 

Cobb and Horst 
(1999) * 

4,300-4,500 words 

3 150 in general English 
and ESP (personal 
communication) 

Chinese 

high 

intermediate 

university 

(journalism) 

Laufer and Nation 
(1999) 

4,000 words 

1800-2400 

Chinese 

English majors 

Lopez-Mezquita 

(2005a) 

3,174 words 


Spanish 

First-year 
university 
(English 
Philology and 


© Servicio de Publicaciones. Universidad de Murcia. All rights reserved. IJES, vol. 9 (1), 2009, pp. 113-133 




Exploring the Increase of Receptive Vocabulary Knowledge ... 


117 






English 

Translation 

studies) 

Shillaw(1995); 
Barrow et al. 
(1999) 

2,000-2,300 words 

800-1200 

Japanese 

university 

Horst et al. 
(1998)* 

2,000 words 

1350 

Arabic 

(Oman) 

university 

Waring (1997)* 

1707 words 

approximately 1,500"^ 

Japanese 

university 

undergraduates 

(English) 

Laufer (1998) * 

1,600 word families 

1260 

Hebraic 

high school 

Nurweni and 
Read (1999) * 

1,220 words 

900 

Indonesian 

university 

Quinn (1968) 

1000 words 

600 

Indonesian 

university 

entrants 

Qian (2002) * 

7,224 words 


Korean 

secondary 

school 

(intermediate 
level and 
beyond) 

Qian (2002) * 

6,663 words 


Chinese 

secondary 

school 

(intermediate 
level and 
beyond) 

Laufer (1998) * 

3,500 words 

1500 

Hebraic 

secondary 

school 

Milton and Meara 
(1998) 

1,680 words 

660 

Greek 

secondary 

school 

Takala(1984, 

1985) 

1,500 words 

450 

Finnish 

secondary 
school, grade 9 

Milton and Meara 
(1998) 

1,200 words 

400 

German 

secondary 

school 

Cameron (2002) 

gaps and problems in 
the comprehension 
of the most frequent 
words in English 

10 years of education 
through English as an 
additional language 

English 

secondary 

school 

Arnaud et al. 
(1985) 

1,000 words 

400 

French 

secondary 

school 

Lopez-Mezquita 

(2005b) 

941 words — 1,582 
words — 1,855 words 


Spanish 

secondary 
school (4° 

ESO or 10* 
form, 1° 
Bachillerato or 
11* form and 
2° Bachillerato 
or 12* form)“ 

Edelenbos and 
Vinje (2000) 

1,191 words 

308 

Dutch 

primary 
(elementary) 
school (8th 
grade) 


^ The author recognises not being completely satisfied with the methodology followed (personal 
communication). 

^ Bearing in mind that these students are attending EFL courses at Secondary School in Spain, we predict that 
Mezquita’s students receive approximately 1049 hours of instruction in 10* grade (4* year of secondary 
education), 1154 hours of instruction in 1 1* grade (1®‘ year of Bachillerato) and 1259 hours of instruction in 
12* grade (2"“^ year of Bachillerato). 
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Agustin and 
Terrazas (2009) * 

1,105 words 

629 

Spanish 

primary school 
(6* grade) 

Jimenez and 
Terrazas 
(forthcoming) * 

559 words 

419 

Spanish 

primary school 
(4* grade) 


Table 2. Average receptive vocabulary size, subjects and learning 


As can be seen, the results obtained eoineide in showing a rather low reeeptive 
voeabulary knowledge on the part of all the learners of English investigated, espeeially 
eompared with native speakers estimates. L2 students’ voeabulary knowledge figures are 
eomplex to eompare due to differenees eoneerning pupils, the eontexts of learning, and the 
tests administered for ealeulating voeabulary size. What is more, exeept for those studies 
marked with an asterisk, meaning that the VET is used, the rest of researeh works use 
different test formats whieh, in turn, draw the testing words from different sourees as well. 

We agree with Eaufer (1990; 1991; 1998) and Perez Basanta (2005) when they elaim 
that studies where E2 voeabulary size is measured at different stages of language learning 
over a period of time are very searee. The paueity of studies in the area of E2 voeabulary 
size inerease eould be due to the diffieulty researehers have experieneed with defining the 
nature of language word knowledge and with designing valid and reliable tests whieh 
measure this knowledge over time . More speeifieally, researeh studies addressing the 
longitudinal development of reeeptive voeabulary size are rare (see Takala, 1984), and those 
having primary sehool learners as subjeets are even more uneommon. 

The present study is designed to eompensate for the scareity not only of quantitative 
studies where voeabulary size is measured longitudinally, but also of researeh where the 
reeeptive voeabulary size of primary sehool learners is provided. 

II, PURPOSE 

Our main aim is to find out the overall reeeptive voeabulary size of young Spanish EEE 
learners from 4*”^ grade of primary edueation to E* year of seeondary edueation or 7* grade 
by traeking the reeeptive voeabulary size inerease over the period of four years. We intend 
to find out whether there is any signifieant growth in the reeeptive voeabulary size of our 
young Spanish EEE students, and whether the rate of inerement over the different measuring 
moments is eonstant and gradual. Eurther, we attempt to eheek whether an inerease in the 
number of hours of exposure to the target language implies a gain in the amount of words 
learners know reeeptively. Taking these eonsiderations in mind, we set out to investigate the 
following researeh questions: 

1 . Does the voeabulary size of our learners inerease from 4* to 7* grade? 

2. If so, is this inerement eonstant? 
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III, METHOD 
111,1, Participants 

A total of 224 informants participated in the study. These were Spanish-speaking learners of 
EFL who were tested over four years, that is, 4*'^, 5*, 6**^ and 7*'^ grades with four data 
eolleotion moments. They averaged 10.39, 11.39, 12.39 and 13.39 years at eaeh testing 
session. At the first time of data eolleotion, partioipants had reoeived a total of 419 hours of 
instruotion in the target language, whioh was a oompulsory sohool subjeot for them. In the 
three subsequent data eolleotion moments with a one-year time span between them, learners 
had been exposed to 524, 629, and 734 olook hours of instruotion in the English language, 
for 5**^, 6**^, and 7* grades, respeotively. The sample was homogeneous as regards sooial 
environment and type of instruotion. Moreover, learners shared the same El. Data were 
oolleoted in four sohools in Spain and whole olasses were seleoted for the study. 
Eongitudinal studies are prone to partioipant attrition; unfortunately, this one was no 
exoeption. Erom the initial 283 partioipants, 59 students either dropped out of their program 
or did not attend sohool during the remaining data eolleotion sessions, so there are no 
longitudinal results for them. 


III,2, Data gathering instrument 

One instrument was used to measure the receptive vocabulary size of these subjects, 
that is, the 2,000 word frequency'band from the receptive version of the VLT (Schmitt, 
Schmitt and Clapham 2001, version 2), The Appendix offers the complete 2k VLT used 
here, A previous pilot study was carried out with this test and it proved to be suitable for 
these informants’ age and language level. 

This test is based on the frequeney lists colleeted by West (1953) in the General 
Service List and the Thorndike and Eorge (1944) list, whieh were ehecked against the list 
eompiled by Kucera and Francis (1967), known as the Brown Corpus. 

In the 2k VET, test-takers have to mateh a target word with the corresponding 
definition. A total of 60 target words are used for testing. Ten groups of six words and three 
definitions make up the test. Each correct answer, i.e. matching each target word with its 
definition is given one point, so that the maximum score of the test is 30 points. We did not 
use tests of lower frequency bands, because these were too difficult for our learners. 

The researeh studies that have reported on the validity and reliability of the 2k VET 
(see Beglar & Hunt, 1999; Eaufer, 1998; Read, 2000) evidenee that the test is not only valid 
and consistent in its measurements, but also that, in fact, it measures what it sets out to 
measure. Many studies have used the VET in any one of its versions to test the reeeptive 
voeabulary size of subjeets either for descriptive, comparative or correlational purposes. 
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Some of these studies are: Cameron, 2002; Clark & Ishida, 2005; Cobb & Horst, 1999; Fan, 
2000; Laufer and Paribakht, 1998; Perez Basanta, 2005; Qian, 2002, 1999. 


III,3, Procedures and analysis 

Data were collected in one session during class time for each of the four data gathering 
moments. The time allotted to complete each task was 10 minutes during class time. At the 
beginning of each test, clear instructions were given both orally and in written form in the 
students’ mother tongue to clarify what they were being asked to do. 

Descriptive and inferential statistical analyses were carried out with our data. We 
used the SPSS program version 15.0 to carry out these statistical analyses. 


IV. RESULTS 

The present study aims to track the incremental acquisition of receptive vocabulary of 224 
young Spanish learners of English as a Foreign Language over four years. Our first research 
question asks whether the receptive vocabulary of learners grows as they move up a grade 
and increase their amount of exposure to the target language. The following table (Table 
three) presents the descriptive statistics for results on test scores for the four years under 
research. 



N 

Min. 

Max. 

Mean 

SD 

4"' grade, 2k 

224 

0 

17 

5.41 

3.209 

S"* grade, 2k 

224 

0 

20 

7.63 

4.243 

h"* grade, 2k 

224 

0 

23 

9.47 

3.799 

V"* grade, 2k 

224 

2 

21 

12.26 

4.307 


Table 3. Scores on the 2k VLT 


From the table, we can observe that mean figures increase from 4* to 7**^ grade. 
Minimum figures show that for the first three grades tested there are learners who score cero 
points on the test. Maximum correct scores show that learners progress in the first three 
grades but this score vacillates from 23 to 21 in the last grade tested. In order to find out the 
reason of this vacillation, we decided to look for the student who obtained the maximum 
score, and trace his performance throughout the four years. Student 269 is responsible for 
maximum scores in 6*’^ and 7*'^ grades. So, we can argue that maximum score in 7*'^ grade is 
not anomalous, but atypical and that it decreases slightly due to the performance of a single 
learner. We believe that extra-linguistic factors affecting this particular learner such as 
fatigue, disinterest, or student’s entering adolescence may explain this decrease. 
Notwithstanding this vacillation in the maximum score, results reveal that 76.8 % of learners 
increase their scores from 6**^ to 7* grade, and only 23.2 % show a decrease in test scores. 
Mean results reveal that students obtain considerably low scores in the first two courses of 
primary education, and slightly higher ones in 6* and 7*'^ grades. Students’ scores are 
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translated into a number of known words for eaeh frequeney level at eaeh grade."^ Results for 
this appear in the following table. 



N 

2k words 

4**' grade 

224 

361 

5"' grade 

224 

509 

6*'' grade 

224 

631 

7*'' grade 

224 

817 


Table 4. Number of known words for each frequency level at each grade 


Figures show that there is a steady inerease in the overall seores of the pupils over 
time. These data imply that our EFL learners know English words from the 2,000 frequeney- 
band of the Voeabulary Eevels Test by the time they are in 4* grade of primary edueation, 
and that their reeeptive voeabulary knowledge grows eonsiderably from this moment on. By 
the time students eonelude their 7* grade, they know one third more of the first two 
thousand most frequent words in English than when they began their 4* grade of primary 
edueation. 

The following figure shows the evolution of voeabulary knowledge for this level 
tested in a graph. Erom this figure we ean observe elearly that learners progress in word 
knowledge at this level. 



Figure 1 . Evolution of receptive word knowledge (2k level) over the four-year time span 


A box diagram with the median values of test seores is obtained (Eigure two). Erom 
this diagram, we ean appreeiate the spread of the seores along the seoring eontinuum. 
Comparing the spread of seores in and grades, we observe that this is bigger in the upper 
quartiles than in the lower quartiles, but this situation ehanges with time, sinee the seores are 
more widely spread in the last year tested. In other words, learners’ seores beeome less and 
less homogeneous in the lowest quartiles showing thus progression in voeabulary learning and 
bigger differenees among them. 
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Especially remarkable is the evolution of the scores in the lower 25 %. In 4 '^ grade, 
this learner population is very homogeneous in the sense that the spread of the scores in this 
lower 25 % is small (from zero to three points). As students in the lower 25 % move up a 
grade, the spread of their scores becomes greater. Consequently, students are increasing their 
scores and so learning new vocabulary. In 7*’’ grade, the scores of the lower 25 % double those 
obtained by students in 4* grade with over eight points on average. This fact implies that these 
low performance learners have incorporated new words into their lexicon and that these 
students, who kn ow less at the first testing moment, learn more as time evolves. This may 
seem commonsense, but it is important to notice that learners whose scores are highest have 
not even reached half of the scoring in 4*'’ grade. Therefore, these high performance subjects 
still have a lot to learn in the years ahead. From the information contained in the box diagram, 
we notice that learners are in fact progressing in their learning. In 4* grade, 75 % of students 
score below seven points. However, by 7*’’ grade 75 % of the students obtain scores around 16 
points. Thus, in three years, this 75 % of students in the lower three quartiles more than double 
their scores. 



Figure 2. Box diagram of score value for 2k level across grades 
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In order to ascertain whether there are significant differences between the number of 
words known for this frequency level at each grade, we perform inferential statistics.^ Test 
of normality distribution of samples reveal that our data are not normally distributed, so we 
decide to perform non-parametric tests of means comparison, more specifically the 
Wilcoxon signed rank test. Results reveal that learners know significantly more words as 
they move up a grade with respect to the previous year. The following table presents these 
results. 



2K VLT 

Z 

d"* to 5**' year 

-7.334 (p < .000) 

5"* to 6*'' year 

-6.206 (p < .000) 

6"* to V'" year 

-7.891 (p<.000) 


Table 5. Results of inferential statistics for differences in vocabulary knowledge across grades 

As we can see from the table, differences in vocabulary knowledge are significant for 
all grades for this test of receptive vocabulary knowledge. We can infer from this, that for a 
similar learner population to ours receptive vocabulary knowledge increases significantly 
from one grade to the next. 

With all, we still wanted to go one step further and find out whether this increment in 
the learners’ receptive vocabulary knowledge was constant. This was our second research 
question. To carry out this task, we obtained the number of words gained every year for this 
level. From 9 to 10 years old, that is, from 4*'^ to 5* grade, students increase their receptive 
vocabulary size (148 words), from 10 to 11 years old, that is, from 5* grade to 6* grade, the 
rate of growth decreases, i.e. 122 new words learned. Finally, the degree of receptive 
vocabulary growth increases again (186 words) when students are 13 years old, in 7*'^ grade, 
which marks the beginning of their secondary education. Table 6 shows the trend of 
receptive vocabulary growth for the test administered. The increase obtained in each grade 
for this test task is presented graphically in Figure three. 



2k words 

From d*** to 5*'' grade 

148 words 

From 5*'' to 6*'' grade 

122 words 

From 6*'' to 7*'' grade 

186 words 


Table 6. Rate of vocabulary increment for each frequency level at each grade 


© Servicio de Publicaciones. Universidad de Murcia. All rights reserved. 


IJES, vol. 9 (1), 2009, pp. 113-133 



124 


Melania Terrazas Gallego & Maria del Pilar Agustin Llach 


100 -| 

90 

80 

70 

60 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

4th 

Figure 2. Evolution of the inerement of word knowledge (2k level) over the four-year time span 

In order to ascertain whether differences in the rate of growth between each of the 
three intervals tested to 5*, 5**^ to 6**^, and 6**^ to are significant, we perform several 
tests of non-parametric means comparison. Results reveal that there are no significant 
differences in the increments. Therefore, we conclude that the growth of receptive 
vocabulary knowledge from 4* to 7* grade is constant, that is, similar or non-significantly 
different amounts of words are incorporated into the lexicon every year. 

Despite these facts, there are not enough data to draw conclusive inferences 
regarding the evolution of the vocabulary knowledge of our subjects. In other words, from 
our data we cannot conclude whether the evolution of learners' vocabulary knowledge will 
follow a linear function or rather, a parabolic one. 

V. DISCUSSION 

This study has tracked the increase of receptive vocabulary knowledge of the 2,000 most 
frequent words in English in young learners of EEL. The first research question aimed to 
investigate total receptive vocabulary size across grades. According to our estimates, our 
pupils know below one thousand words of the most frequent 2,000 in English. Moreover, 
this longitudinal study has shown that Spanish EEE learners increase in a significant way the 
number of words they know receptively as they move up a grade. However, learners reveal 
considerably smaller receptive vocabulary sizes in EEE than estimates of English native 
speakers (see table one). Regarding this, we highlight the work by Staehr (2008), who, 
although not giving exact figures, found that the majority of his secondary school informants 
had not acquired the most frequent 2000 words after seven years of English learning 
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equivalent to a minimum of 570 hours of instruetion to English. Although Staehr (2008; 
150) eonsiders his finding quite alarming, he believes that, in general, “400-700 hours of 
instruetion lead to voeabulary size of less than 2000 words”. This eontention eoineides with 
our present results. 

As mentioned earlier, studies on estimates of L2 learners’ reeeptive voeabulary 
knowledge are eomplex to eompare due to distinetions regarding pupils, learning eontexts, 
and the tests used for assessing reeeptive voeabulary size. As far as we are eoneemed, our 
learners show voeabulary size within the same ranges as learners of approximately the same 
age, and who have reeeived similar amount of instruetion in the L2 (Arnaud et ah, 1985; 
Edelenbos & Vinje, 2000). Eurthermore, our researeh reveals that informants show lower 
levels of reeeptive voeabulary size than learners who have reeeived similar amounts of 
instruetion in EEE, but who are older (seeondary and university students) (Barrow et ah, 
1999; Milton & Meara, 1998; Shillaw, 1995; Takala, 1985). We may think that the faet that 
our learners are young is a great impediment in their E2 voeabulary development. Eearners’ 
ehronologieal age at the time of testing ean be thought of as quite a determinant faetor, even 
as relevant or more than hours of instruetion as pointed out by Munoz (2008). We agree with 
Munoz (2008; 588) in that in instrueted foreign language learning, ehronologieal age at time 
of testing “has a negative effeet on the performanee of the youngest learners in eomparison 
with older learners”. Speeifieally, age at testing may have a relevant impaet on test taking 
skills with adult and adoleseent learners performing better than ehildren due to their superior 
eognitive development. This allows learners to understand the testing task better as well as 
to ehoose more appropriate strategies for aeeomplishing a task (Munoz, 2008; 588). This is 
espeeially relevant for eomparison purposes, sinee most studies devoted to estimating EEE 
reeeptive voeabulary size use the VET as their testing instrument (see table two), the same 
testing task as administered in the present study. Eurthermore, the motivation and attitudes 
towards learning English of seeondary and university students may be higher than that of 
ehildren. 

Considering that previous estimates of the voeabulary neeessary to interaet in the 
foreign language (Adolphs & Sehmitt, 2004; Cobb & Horst, 2004; Hazenberg & Hulstijn, 
1996; Eaufer, 1997; Nation, 2006) set the threshold for sueeessful language use and 
understanding around 5,000 words for 95% text eoverage, or around 8,000 and 9,000 words 
for 98% text eoverage, the voeabulary sizes of the partieipants in the present study reveal 
themselves as insuffieient to aeeomplish these EE tasks sueeessfully. We may think, 
however, that as learners grow older and more profieient, their reeeptive voeabulary sizes 
will inerease as well. 

As previous researeh findings (Barrow et ah, 1999; Vermeer, 2001) have shown only 
as foreign language profieieney inereases, learners ineorporate less frequent words into their 
lexieon. This idea is in line with Nation’s point that testees’ knowledge of uneommon words 
implies knowledge of the most frequent words, but not the other way round (Nation 1983, 


© Servicio de Publicaciones. Universidad de Murcia. All rights reserved. IJES, vol. 9 (1), 2009, pp. 113-133 



126 


Melania Terrazas Gallego & Maria del Pilar Agustin Llach 


1990). It might also be possible that the low seores of the 2k obtained by our learners simply 
refleet the great demands made by this test task. 

Coneeming the first researeh question, our results reveal a signifieant growth of reeeptive 
voeabulary knowledge aeross all grades tested. In other words, learners show signifieantly 
higher reeeptive voeabulary sizes from one grade to the next. This result eonfirms that the 
aequisition of reeeptive voeabulary is ineremental in a signifieant way. As the amount of 
instruetion in the target language inereases, the reeeptive voeabulary learners know inereases 
as well. As students move up a grade and beeome more profieient in the foreign language^, 
they show reeeptive knowledge of signifieantly more words than years before. Therefore, 
voeabulary knowledge may serve as an indieator of development and general language 
aequisition, beeause, aeeording to our data, the more words a learner knows, the higher their 
level of profieieney in the foreign language will be. This faet ean have serious repereussions 
and applieations in level diagnosis and plaeement tests. 

Further interest in analysing the nature of the inereases from grade to grade led us to 
perform statistieal analyses on the rate of growth. This was our seeond researeh question. 
Our results reveal that inereases remain eonstant and fairly similar aeross grades with no 
signifieant differenees being observed. In short, learners aequire roughly the same number 
of new words every year. Our finding eoneurs with Goldberg et al. (2008), who found that 
voeabulary showed a eontinuous growth aeross three years tested. Further support to our 
finding eomes from Averril (1956), who also found a eonstant, lineal growth of voeabulary 
knowledge in Spanish LI with the same number of words being ineorporated from year to 
year during 12 years. These findings run eounter to a previous study on Spanish LI 
voeabulary aequisition earned out by Gareia Hoz (1977: 30), who points out that voeabulary 
development in the LI follows a parabolie funetion. In other words, the number of new 
lexieal items ineorporated eaeh year deereases, so that voeabulary gains are redueed over 
years. 

In a study by Milton and Meara (1995) on L2 voeabulary growth learners at 
advaneed levels of profieieney ineorporated around 2,500 new words into their lexieon per 
year. We also observe in our data that voeabulary growth inereases from the seeond to the 
third interval tested, that is from 122 to 186 words, yet the differenee is not signifieant. Thus 
voeabulary growth does not follow a parabolie funetion by any means. Still, we have too 
few data values to eonelude any analytie funetion from them. More longitudinal data would 
be neeessary in order to explore the evolution of voeabulary development in more detail and 
more reliably. 

From these results, it seems reasonable to eonelude that the number of words 
ineorporated into the learners’ lexieon from year to year during the last three grades of primary 
edueation and their first grade of seeondary edueation remains stable. With all this inerease 
aeeounts for significant differences in vocabulary sizes at different grades. Considering that 
vocabulary acquisition is an incremental process in which words are gradually incorporated 
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into the lexicon and where word frequency plays a relevant role, we believe that vocabulary 
teaching should reflect these research findings as well. In this sense, we agree with Laufer 
(1994; 31) when she points out that exposure to L2 vocabulary is too limited (by comparison 
with LI), so explicit vocabulary teaching is needed to compensate for the insufficient quantity 
of input. By the same token, Schmitt (2000; 137) alluding to the incremental nature of 
vocabulary acquisition concludes that a balanced combination of explicit teaching and 
incidental learning appears to be essential for learning the most frequent words of any L2, a 
knowledge that seems to be crucial for effective vocabulary and language use. Because we did 
not collect data directly on this respect, we can only speculate that our subjects could benefit 
from this approach to vocabulary instruction, especially as less frequent words are concerned. 
For these reasons, we believe that the explicit instruction of more and more infrequent words 
will contribute to enhancing the natural process of receptive word learning. 

This will allow them to give satisfactory performances in FL reading and oral 
exchanges. Moreover, from this we can argue that up to their grade learners are not 
engaged in communicative tasks with authentic materials. Rather their experience with the FL 
is limited to materials (textbooks, readers, listening episodes) especially designed and 
developed for the FL classroom. Providing learners with more authentic materials in English, 
as well as augmenting their amount of exposure to the target language either in formal or 
naturalistic contexts may contribute to enhancing their vocabulary sizes to such an extent that 
they can be able to interact successfully in the foreign language. 

One way to augment vocabulary knowledge can follow Schmitt’s advice (2000; 158) 
that “vocabulary acquisition is an incremental process, and teachers must concentrate not only 
on introducing new words, but also on enhancing learners’ knowledge of previously presented 
words”. In the case of our young subjects of study, we believe that if instructors followed 
Schmitt’s (2000; 132) suggestion on carrying out discrete activities like “memorising, 
repeating and taking notes” on the 2,000 most frequent words in English, they would facilitate 
the students’ vocabulary learning of these words. 

Apart from the generally acknowledged limitations of the VET that concern that one) it 
only measures vocabulary recognition; and two) it does not give any information about either 
depth of vocabulary knowledge, or about the ability of learners to use the words tested 
productively (Perez Basanta, 2005; 8), we claim that from a statistical point of view two main 
limitations can be brandished as regards our instrument of data collection. Eirst, we believe 
that in order to increase the validity and reliability of the testing, the sample of words tested 
each year should change. In other words, the 30 words of the first year should be substituted 
by another 30 words of similar characteristics (word class, length, etc.) for the subsequent 
year, and successively with other years. 

Second, and in relation to this, we think it advisable that as learners grow older and 
more proficient, the number of words in the testing sample should increase; up to 40 or 50 
words, for example. This would not affect Nation’s formula of converting tests scores into 
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number of words known, but would increase the validity and reliability of the test and 
inferential statistics would be even more dependable. 

As a further general limitation to the testing format used, we can argue the guessing 
effect present in VLT implementation. Several researchers (Kamimoto, 2008; Webb, 2008) 
have pointed out that there is a 17 % chance of learners guessing the correct responses with 
no knowledge of any of the cue words. The possibility of guessing correctly increases with 
knowledge of some words. 

Finally, we have thought that the so-called test effect could also be at work in this 
research study, increasing artificially the number of words known as learners move up 
grades. But, as can be seen in the box diagram, there are some learners that lose words from 
one session to the other, thus annulling this test effect. 

The results of this paper raise several questions that could be analysed in future 
studies. First, previous research has demonstrated a relationship between vocabulary 
knowledge and L2 proficiency (Fan, 2000; Goldberg et ah, 2008; Hanania & Shikhani, 
1986; Jochems & Montens, 1988; Lapkin & Swain, 1977). The question is whether there is a 
positive correlation between the 2,000 word frequency band of the VLT and proficiency 
level of the students in the context of EFL in 4*^, 5**', 6'*', and 7*'^ grades. Second, it is 
interesting to find out whether young learners’ receptive vocabulary will grow higher in 
subsequent grades of Secondary Education. 

In this study we provided some quantitative results on the receptive vocabulary size 
of young EEE learners. Whether the increase of their productive vocabulary will grow at the 
same rate as their receptive vocabulary is very unlikely. Rather, we believe that as our 
learners progress in their proficiency level, the gap between their receptive and productive 
vocabulary knowledge will increase (see Eaufer, 1998). In this sense, it may also happen 
that our students’ productive vocabulary will probably extend their receptive vocabulary 
(see Henriksen, 1999; Melka, 1997; Nation, 1990) or even, as Melka (1997: 87, as cited in 
Henriksen, 1999: 313) suggests “some aspects” may become “productive, while others” may 
“remain at the receptive level.” Therefore examination of productive vocabulary growth 
should be addressed in future research too. 

A quantitative research of receptive vocabulary size like ours is very valuable. But in 
order to explore “the complex nature of the vocabulary learning process as both item 
learning and system changing” (Henriksen, 1999: 310), studies addressing vocabulary depth 
are very much needed as well. 
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NOTES 


* Moya’s findings (2003: 174) also support Nation and Waring’s point. As the former researcher points out: 
“parece existir un desarrollo similar en el proceso de adquisicion/aprendizaje de (vocabulario) en la lengua 
matema y en la extranjera, siempre y cuando se tenga en cuenta que el aprendizaje de [...] vocabulario [...] por 
parte del alumno espanol en contextos de lenguas extranjeras se produce en una etapa siempre mas tardia que 
la adquisicion de estos mismos aspectos por parte del nino nativo ingles.” 

^ For other possible reasons for the neglect, see Levenston, 1979; Meara, 1980 and Laufer, 1986. 

In order to calculate the pupils’ receptive vocabulary size we applied Nation’s formulae (1990: 76), which 
reads as follows: Vocabulary size = N correct answers multiplied by total N words in dictionary (the relevant 
word list) divided by N items in test. 

^ Performing statistical analysis on either scores or number of words known is irrelevant for results, because 
the calculations followed to obtain number of words known respect the mathematical rule of three. 

® Although L2 proficiency was not measured directly, it was assumed to correspond roughly with learners’ 
amount of instruction in English (see Jarvis, 2000: 294). 
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